Buddhism, Albert Welter identifies the shibboleth that constitutes the implicit target in the investigation that is to follow:
Review of Monks, Rulers, and Literati: The Political Ascendancy of Chan Buddhism
Charles B. Jones Reps's Zen Flesh, Zen Bones, a work so unquestioning of its sources that it leaves the names of its Tang dynasty Chinese protagonists in Japanese form. Reading books such as this, and even later, more scholarly studies such as those of Heinrich Dumoulin, one might get the impression that the Chan tradition was the creation of meditating monks living in small rural communities whose depth of enlightenment, gained through the "direct transmission" of the Buddha-mind from their masters, enabled them to break all conventional boundaries and use "crazy wisdom" to enlighten others. Freed from all needs and wants, they remained aloof from political power, following the examples of the first Chinese patriarch Bodhidharma and his lineal successor, the sixth patriarch Huineng, who refused to kowtow to the wealth and power of emperors and refused all secular honors, keeping their religious attainment free from the taints of the world.
Until the discovery of the manuscript treasures of Dunhuang, which brought to light original writings by many of these characters, the primary sources available for reconstructing the thought and practices of these masters was a class of literature called "transmission of the lamp" (Ch. denglu, literally, "lamp records"), and it is these texts that are the subject of Welter's close scrutiny. Out of this study emerges a picture substantially different from the received myths of early Chan.
In his reading of these texts, Welter pays close attention to the regional and historical frame within which these texts were compiled, and discovers multiple interests, religious, cultural, and political, that intersect in them. Welter focuses on three texts in particular, the Zu tang ji, All this would lead to the establishment of the "Chan master" as a distinct literary character who could fulfill these requirements. He was free and spontaneous, and so served the liberal wen faction in their struggle against the guwen partisans at court. He was untainted by any need for political power, and so did not threaten the authority of the dynasty or its bureaucracy. He was Buddhist, and so could be brought forward when the need arose to show that the empire supported Buddhism.
He made for entertaining reading, which suited the needs of a newlyliterate reading public. Finally, he asserted the superiority of the Linji lineage and its "golden age of Chan" style, thus suiting the then-dominant faction.
However, and this is the point to which Welter's opening salvo speaks, he did not correspond to the reality of late-Tang and Five Dynasties masters. Welter compares the image of the "crazy Chan master" depicted in the Chuandeng lu genre with the writings of the actual masters and finds that when allowed to speak for themselves they come across as fairly conventional Buddhist monks. (Even as sober a monk as Yongming Yanshou comes across as a dispenser of crazy wisdom in this literature.) He also notes repeatedly that, despite the depiction of these masters as above the blandishments of worldly accolade, they routinely accepted invitations to court, received purple robes and honorary titles, and had monasteries built for them by rulers and officials.
The Jingde chuandeng lu, being a composite text written within one context and later edited for another, is a bit awkward. However, the the Tiansheng guangdeng lu, written by another literatus-official, Li Zunxu (988-1038), exhibits no such awkwardness. By the time this text appeared in 1036, the main lineaments of Chan literature were fully on dis-play: encounter dialogues, the gong'an, the enlightenment verse, the editorial comments on the master's sayings, and so on. Banished now were historical contextualization and biographical detail; these were replaced by yulu, or recorded sayings. If a work like Zen Flesh, Zen Bones presents the deeds and words of crazy Chan masters as timeless teachings entirely lacking in concrete contexts, it is because that is how they came to be seen in the works compiled in the Song period by officials with a literary agenda and issued under the auspices and reign-titles of the Song court.
That is the gist of the argument. Welter's text is tightly written and repeats itself only infrequently, allowing him to present his findings in the short space of 200+ pages. For the most part, his contextualization of the denglu literature is convincing, though not always. For example, he has a bit of difficulty explaining why texts that he understands as advancing the interests of specific lineages should include fairly exhaustive entries for monks in other, competing lineages. In this connection, on page 211 he states:
While unilineal models had the obvious advantages for providing an unambiguous model for determining orthodoxy, they stifled potential growth by insisting that other lineages lacked credibility. With the rapid growth of Chan and its development into regional movements, already apparent in Zongmi's day, it became beneficial to accommodate different regional manifestations to encourage Chan's growing popularity.
This seems to assume that Chan lineages, while in competition with one another, also realized that they needed a certain level of cartelization to compete… with whom? Other forms of Buddhism such as Tiantai and Pure Land? Other traditions such as Confucianism and Daoism? This argument needs more support and articulation to be convincing.
